JEREMIAH Laments"
1
In the autobiographical prologue to Book II of The Reason of Church Government, Milton attempts to justify not only his right and obligation to participate in the immediate debate concerning episcopacy but also the manner in which he participates in the debate. His several references to Jeremiah indicate he finds in that prophet the exemplary model who justifies the role he has been called upon to play, and the exemplary model who shows concern over the very manner in which he must express himself. As noted in the previous chapter, in The Readie and Easie Way Milton refers to Jeremiah only once, but that reference-along with other, indirect parallelsindicates the English author identifies himself with the Old Testament spokesperson as the lone prophet to whom no one listens. By likening his situation to Jeremiah's, Milton also infers a parallel between his own historical moment and Jeremiah's.
It might be helpful, therefore, to recall some of the more significant events of the historical period in which Jeremiah lived, and to describe the role he played during that period of his nation's history.
2 At about the time of Jeremiah's calling in 627 BCE (Jer. 1.1-3), King Josiah had undertaken a program of political and religious reform in Judah. The death of Josiah in 609 ended the process of reform. Pharo Neco, who had Josiah killed, put Johoiakim on the throne. Jehoiakim's son, Jehoiachin (also referred to as Coniah or as Jeconiah), ruled briefly in 598; in that year Nebuchadnezzar conquered Jerusalem and took Jehoiachin and many Israelites into exile in Babylon. Jehoiachin spent many years in exile, the last few before he died as a pensioner to the Babylonian king Evil-merodach (Jer. 52.3-34).
In 597, Nebuchadnezzar made Zedekiah king of Judah. Jeremiah remained in Jerusalem, declaring the exiles would return someday though they should not expect to return soon. For the moment, he warned, the exiles must submit to the will of God and not resist the Babylonians whom God used to punish the people (Jer. 29). Between 598 and 588, a resistance movement developed in Jerusalem. Because Zedekiah was not strong enough to counteract this movement, he found himself opposing the Babylonians. The Egyptians, meanwhile, had promised aid to the resistance movement. When the Babylonians once again moved against Jerusalem, God instructed Jeremiah to predict the withdrawal of Egyptian support and the fall of Jerusalem. Shortly after Egypt withdrew its support, Zedekiah arrested Jeremiah for sedition, accused him of going over to the , and had him thrown into a pit, or cistern, to die, though Jeremiah was rescued (Jer. 38.1-13). Zedekiah later arrested Jeremiah, this time for prophesying the doom of Jerusalem and the exile of Zedekiah (Jer. 32.1-5). He remained in prison until Jerusalem fell in 587 (Jer. 32.1-5). Although initially allowed to remain in the city, he was later taken to Egypt against his will by the remaining members of the resistance movement (Jer. 42.1-43.13). The people did not heed him in Jerusalem, nor did they heed him in Egypt. Indeed, they believed they were in exile because of their loyalty to God, a loyalty for which they believed the other gods punished them . The Book of the Prophet Jeremiah tells us nothing of Jeremiah's death, only that he finds himself in Egypt, written off as a failure by those to whom he preached.
